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F

lannery O’Connor’s fiction is peopled by what Marshall Bruce
Gentry terms “a gallery of freaks.” Her characters include
outlaws, nonconformists, eccentrics, and the alienated.
O’Connor’s rogue outsiders are sometimes seen as “freaks” by
nature of their personal choices and sometimes by nature of
their bodies. The subject of non-normative bodies, including both
“freakish” bodies and disabled bodies, has vexed scholars of
O’Connor’s work. Frequently, literary critics, including Rosemarie
Garland Thomson and Nicole Markotic, see O’Connor’s use of
disabled and non-normative bodies as perpetuating the centuries-old
insistence that physical “defect” is a corollary mark of a spiritual
defect. It echoes the religiously-based notion that disability marks
God’s spiritual judgment on the body itself. Thomson explains this
trope of disability:
Western tradition posits the visible world as the index of a
coherent and just invisible world, encouraging us to read the
material body as a sign invested with transcendent meaning.
In interpreting the material world, literature tends to imbue
any visual differences with significance that obscures the
complexity of their bearers (11).
The character Joy/Hulga, from O’Connor’s short story “Good
Country People,” is most often cited to support this reading. The
short story seemingly focuses on Joy/Hulga, a thirty-two-year-old
doctor of philosophy who lost her leg at the age of ten in a hunting
accident. Dedicated to a version of nihilism, Joy/Hulga embraces
“Nothing” as the center of reality, and decides on ugliness as her
mode of expressing her beliefs. In her commitment to ugliness, she
changes her name from Joy to “Hulga,” the ugliest name she can
imagine, at the age of twenty-one and “went about all day in a sixyear-old skirt and a yellow sweat shirt with a faded cowboy on a
horse embossed on it” (CS).1 Trapped in her rural childhood home
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because of her wooden leg and “heart ailment,” Joy/Hulga lives with
her mother, Mrs. Hopewell, and Mrs. Freeman, the hired
housekeeper. The plot turns with the arrival of a young door-to-door
Bible salesman, Manley Pointer, whom Joy/Hulga, Mrs. Hopewell,
and Mrs. Freeman, all agree is “good country people.” Attracted to
his “simpleness,” Mrs. Hopewell invites Manley Pointer to dinner,
and Joy/Hulga fantasizes about seducing him, destroying his simple
notions of morality, and imposing her belief in Nothing upon him.
After Pointer reveals that he, like Joy/Hulga, has “a weak heart,” she
agrees to go on a walk with him. They end in the loft of the
Hopewell’s barn, where it seems that Pointer is going to try to seduce
Joy/Hulga. He convinces her to show him where her “leg joins on.”
and, declaring his own greater belief in nothing, steals her leg, Rather
than seducing her, he steals her leg, declaring, “[Y]ou ain’t so smart.
I been believing in nothing ever since I was born!” before running
away through the fields, apparently leaving Joy/Hulga trapped,
without her prosthesis, in the barn loft (CS 291).
Reading O’Connor through a secular lens may seem to confirm
Thomson’s reading. Joy/Hulga is arrogant, cantankerous, and morally
insidious. The “average reader” may, as O’Connor notes, simply find
humor in Joy/Hulga’s entrapment in the barn at the end of the story,
seeing it as an apt punishment for both her moral failings and her
failure to read Manley Pointer. O’Connor’s use of use of “average
reader” suggests that the text requires a different mode of reading.
O’Connor, after all, did not think highly of modern readers. Modern
readers, to O’Connor, are incapable of penetrating the deeper reality
of the material world, a failure mirrored in their weak, affective mode
of reading fiction.
O’Connor saw the role of the fiction writer, especially the
Catholic writer, as awakening modern audiences to the transcendent
reality manifest in the material world. Readings that assert that
disability functions merely as the physical marker of a moral defect
misread O’Connor in large part because they fail to understand the
spiritual reality that O’Connor, as a Catholic writer, seeks to expose
through her fiction. In O’Connor’s fiction, the outcast—often
marked by disability or “freakishness”—is the redemptive figure who
can transform the readers’ souls. The transformation rests not on the
distancing of the “freak” of disability as some radical other but rather
on the recognition of the spiritual brokenness that the figure causes
us to recognize in ourselves. The disabled figure presents a mirror
for all of humanity spiritual brokenness in a fallen world.
The role of disability in O’Connor’s fiction can be understood
properly only within the context of O’Connor’s conception of the
grotesque as the form most appropriate to Catholic literature.
Although contemporaneous critics often failed to see Catholic
overtones in O’Connor’s fiction, O’Connor wrote as a selfconsciously Catholic author. She wrote to John Lynch in November
1955, “I write the way I do because and only because I am a Catholic.
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I feel that if I were not a Catholic, I would have no reason to write,
no reason to see, no reason ever to feel horrified or even to enjoy
anything” (HB 114). O’Connor herself invested deeply in the project
of redefining Catholic fiction. She espoused a broader conception of
the Catholic novel than contemporaneous Catholic literary critics and
Catholics magazines were putting forth: “If I had to say what a
‘Catholic novel’ is, I could only say that it is one that represents
reality adequately as we see it manifested in this world of things and
human relationships. Only in and by these sense experiences does
the fiction writer approach a contemplative knowledge of the mystery
they embody” (MM 172). As this definition hinges upon a particular
conception of reality above all else, the Catholic novelist does not
“have to be a saint;” indeed, she does not even have to be Catholic
(MM 172). O’Connor here reconceptualizes the Catholic novelist:
the Catholic writer is defined by a particular orientation to the real, a
particular ontology, before any aspects of the faith. In her own mind,
then, she was a Catholic novelist by virtue of her belief that humanity
labors in a fallen, imperfect world rather than by the direct
manifestations of Catholicism in her fiction.
O’Connor posited that the form of the grotesque, the form that
she peopled with a “gallery of freaks,” was best suited for the project
of the Catholic novelist seeking to reveal this ultimate reality through
fiction. In her view, the horror invoked by the grotesque can
establish a chain of events that transforms the reader from spiritual
error to a proper understanding of the ultimate reality. The grotesque,
as the form of O’Connor’s “hard Christian realism,” is the Catholic
form that enables the readers’ turn toward grace. For O’Connor,
horror plays a pivotal role in Catholic fiction. O’Connor harnesses
the trauma and alienation, both of the grotesque and of recent
history, to shock the reader out of complacency in both American
culture and spiritual life. The horror inherent in the form holds a
mirror up to the reader, sparking this transformation.
In her
worldview, the horror of the material world stems from its fallen
nature as humanity always labors in a state of depravity. Far from
repudiating the fallen world as the site of sin, O’Connor’s grotesque
embraces horror and suffering. Indeed, for O’Connor, that horror
must be encountered as the only true road to grace.
O’Connor explores the role of disability and deformity within the
grotesque in her introduction to A Memoir of Mary Ann (MM 181).
When the sisters of the Dominican nuns of the Rose Hawthorne
Cancer Foundation wrote O’Connor to ask that she write a novel
about one of their charges, she responded, “A novel. Horrors.” Yet
as she learns more about Mary Ann’s deformity, O’Connor begins to
see Mary Anne’s grotesque face as a key for examining good and evil,
sentimentality and the realism, modernity and faith. Mary Ann is not
the beautiful pious child of the deathbed tableau in nineteenthcentury novels, and this dissonance attracts O’Connor. Mary Ann’s
face bears the marks of her cancer. She has one glowing, rosy cheek,
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and another enflamed, tumor-ridden cheek. This child could be one
from O’Connor’s gallery of freaks. Her grotesque face draws
O’Connor to the child, establishing Mary Ann as a part of the
grotesque rather than the sentimental.
For O’Connor, the only way to reorient a modern audience to the
right notion of reality is through the grotesque. Broadly speaking, the
grotesque simultaneously evokes both horror and recognition in the
reader. The crucified Christ emblematizes the grotesque—he is both
recognizable as familiar and yet utterly disgusting, causing a fractured
reactions. The grotesque in O’Connor functions much like grace
itself: it is a sharp moment that calls both her characters and her
readers to recognize the relation of the divine order to the fallen
world where we live. Indeed, grace and horror converge in
O’Connor’s fiction. Only through the horror that comes with
recognition, like that evoked by the crucified body of Jesus, do
modern readers accept religious truth that transcends the affective
and the personal. While the grotesque relies upon a form of affect—
in its initial moment of horror or disgust—the affective moment is
transformational. Yet it cannot stand on its own as edifying. In the
face of what horrifies and disgusts, readers must turn to rationality
and morality to overcome affect. The moment of affect must be
echoed by a turn to a reasoned faith, transformed into a sanctifying
grace.
O’Connor struggled to create a form of religiously infused writing
that was neither politicized nor sentimental; she came to see the
grotesque, her version of “hard realism,” as the form best suited for
writing to an irreligious modern audience. O’Connor opposed the
Catholic grotesque to Protestant romanticism. She positioned the
grotesque as a form that redressed the affective failures of the
American Calvinist tradition. The sisters who wrote to O’Connor,
who raised Mary Ann from infancy, were members of the Dominican
congregation started by Rose Hawthorne, the very order whose
cancer hospitals for the poor inspired Dorothy Day. Noting this
connection, O’Connor turns to the work of Nathaniel Hawthorne to
explore the nature of spiritual realism. The Hawthorne that
O’Connor locates is not found in his fiction but rather in his personal
writings and the spiritual autobiography of his Catholic daughter.
O’Connor compares two scenes of encounter with a grotesque,
diseased, and suffering child—from Our Old Home (1883) and from
Hawthorne’s notebooks. In his notebooks, Hawthorne recounts the
advances of a “sickly, humour-eaten fright” that insisted he pick “it”
up. Despite his disgust, he takes up his “burden” and feels that “it
was as if God had promised the child this favor on my behalf” (MM
218). Here, Hawthorne is the guilt-ridden Puritan father who cannot
bear the suffering of cancer victims. His Catholic daughter, Rose,
takes up this work and fulfills Hawthorne’s “hidden desires”: “The
ice in the blood which he feared, and which this very fear preserved
him from, was turned by her into warmth which initiated action”
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(MM 219).
Catholicism, then, becomes the way to escape the
Puritanism that Hawthorne feared. It transforms emotion into
action, romanticism into realism. It is through action, specifically
through the embrace of suffering, of the grotesque, rather than
through individuated spirituality, that we find redemption.
Byembracing what is not respectable, by recognizing what is
imperfectly formed, we are transformed. Echoing the Catholic
doctrine of grace as a two-fold process requiring action rooted in
faith, to embrace the repulsive child is to be saved.
O’Connor argues that Americans tend to confuse the grotesque
with “the sentimental” by mistaking it for “compassion,” and
O’Connor rejects traditional concepts of the grotesque on this
ground:
Thomas Mann has said that the grotesque is the true antibourgeois style, but I believe that in this country, the general
reader has managed to connect the grotesque with the
sentimental, for whenever he speaks of it favorably, he seems
to associate it with a writer’s compassion. . . . Certainly when
the grotesque is used in a legitimate way, the intellectual and
moral judgments implicit in it will have the ascendancy over
feeling. (MM 43)
Thus, the grotesque form stems not from feeling or sentiment, but
rather from intellectual and moral judgments. In the face of the
grotesque—the ill child at the workhouse or the face of Mary Ann—
the individual feels disgust and horror rather than empathy and love.
The heart of the grotesque, then, lies in the rejection of the merely
affective. The reader must allow the intellect and moral judgment to
overcome feelings. Thus, O’Connor focuses on strange moments—
moments that shock, disgust, and confuse—in order to penetrate the
divine mystery of reality.
The key to divine mystery lies in the encounter with suffering.
When one of the sisters asked O’Connor why “the grotesque was her
vocation,” a visitor pointed out that it was the sister’s calling as well.
The shared calling, among the sisters, O’Connor, Day, and the
Catholic novelists of the left, was to experience suffering, to make
suffering apprehensible. This recognition of a shared experience
opened up a new facet of the grotesque for O’Connor. Goodness,
particularly as it exists in the material world, is like Mary Ann’s face:
“the good is another matter. Few have stared at that long enough to
accept the fact that its face too is grotesque, that in us the good is
something under construction” (MM 226). Rather than face good,
even its partiality, and examining it, the modern condition is to see
only suffering and reject the source of good. O’Connor sees this
misreading as a trope of modernity:
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Ivan Karamazov cannot believe, as long as one child is in
torment; Camus’ hero cannot accept the divinity of Christ,
because of the massacre of the innocents. In this popular
pity, we mark our gain in sensibility and our loss in vision. If
other ages felt less, they saw more, even though they saw with
the blind, prophetical, unsentimental eye of acceptance,
which is to say, of faith. In the absence of this faith now, we
govern by tenderness. It is tenderness which, long since cut
off from the person of Christ, is wrapped in theory. When
tenderness is detached from the source of tenderness, its
logical outcome is terror. It ends in forced-labor camps and
in the fumes of the gas chamber. (MM 227)
While such moments of horrific violence mark the end of the grace
for so many, O’Connor sees the camps and gas chambers as
conditions for a dark night of the soul, a spiritual travail that
ultimately brings the believer into greater communion with the divine
mystery.
Suffering therefore becomes the key to grace in O’Connor.
Lacking an ability to transform suffering into actual grace—the ability
to act according to the principles of Christianity—O’Connor suggests
that contemporary American faith lacks grace altogether.
For O’Connor, spiritual reality is marked by human suffering.
Human suffering begins with the Fall in Eden. Yet Catholicism
insists that the effect of the Fall is not the reality of the material
world. The suffering of the Fall leads the way to the redemptive
torment of the crucifixion, the felix culpa. Suffering is precisely the
means to redemption. Yet for O’Connor, suffering as the means to
redemption is precisely what the American Protestant tradition,
rooted in Calvinism, has missed: “The Puritan’s dream is to attain
innocence without passing through Redemption. . . . He does not
want to pay the necessary price, he wants to escape that horror
powerful enough to nail a God upon a cross” (Taillefer 2).
O’Connor’s division between Hawthorne and his daughter hinges on
just this distinction. Despite Hawthorne’s rejection of the Puritan
tradition, as a Romantic author, he was running away from this
horror; as a Catholic convert, Rose, his daughter, was running
headlong into just such a horror.
The non-normative bodies in O’Connor’s fiction, then do not
simply allow readers to revel in the wholeness of their own bodies,
falsely reassured of their able-bodiedness. Rather, O’Connor’s
grotesque aims to force readers to embrace their own brokenness,
both real and potential. “Good Country People” suggests that
O’Connor’s disabled characters are not the markers of moral failure
but rather the characters who are both transformed and
transformative for readers. In embracing their own corporeal reality,
these characters mark not only the fallen nature of the material world
but also actually enact the road to grace. Joy/Hulga’s inability to see
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reality in her misreading of Manley Pointer and in her commitment to
nihilism underscores the other character’s spiritual failings.
Critics often focus on Joy/Hulga’s nihilism as the moral failure
that must somehow be mediated through the violence against her.
They see her disability as a physical manifestation of her spiritual
deprivation. As Markotic explains, “In this way, Joy's body
symbolizes an undesirable aspect of her ‘inner’ character. O'Connor
sets up the story so that the ‘average reader’ will find amusement in
Hulga's distress, partly because she herself has been conned by belief,
partly because the narrator presents her as a ‘damaged’ human being,
warped and disfigured by her own ‘misshapen’ cynicism as much as
by a con man who steals body parts for his ‘oddities’ collection.”
While “the average reader,” one who O’Connor sees as suffering
from moral blindness may well simply find amusement in
Joy/Hulga’s humiliation, enabled by the negative descriptions of her
character, O’Connor’s grotesque asks readers to read beyond simple
affective pleasure in order to encounter the moment of grace.
While the text is ostensibly about Joy/Hulga, much of the text is
focused on Mrs. Hopewell and Mrs. Freeman, whose spiritual
deprivation runs far deeper than Joy/Hulga’s philosophical embrace
of Nothingness. Indeed, while Joy/Hulga has Nothing, Mrs.
Hopewell and Mrs. Freeman have nothing. The text, importantly,
begins and ends with descriptions of Mrs. Freeman and Mrs.
Hopewell. Much of the description of both Mrs. Freeman and
Joy/Hulga are focalized through Mrs. Hopewell, leading readers to
know far more about her own mind than either of these characters.
Mrs. Hopewell imagines Joy/Hulga as embodied ugliness, both
physically and spiritually, and she reductively understands Mrs.
Freeman as “good country people,” “simple” people who are poor
and rural, but not “white trash.” In these descriptions, Mrs.
Hopewell holds herself above both Joy/Hulga and Mrs. Freeman, as
a virtuous, agrarian woman grounded in Christian piety. Yet Mrs.
Hopewell fails to live up to her own image of herself, a point that
Joy/Hulga makes over the dinner table when she yells, “Woman! Do
you ever look inside? Do you ever look inside and see what you are
not?” (CS 276). The narration confirms Mrs. Hopewell’s inability to
see herself. Mrs. Hopewell claims to be a Christian, and yet, when
Manley Pointer notes that she does not have a family Bible in the
parlor, “Mrs. Hopewell could not say, ‘My daughter is an atheist and
won’t let me keep the Bible in the parlor.’ She said, stiffening slightly,
‘I keep my Bible by my bedside.’ This was not the truth. It was in the
attic somewhere” (CS 278). Joy/Hulga has become not only Mrs.
Hopewell’s opposition but also her excuse for being someone other
than she imagines herself to be. Mrs. Hopewell is unable to see
herself, to see her own fallen state. She becomes a marker of the
moral failings of twentieth-century American faith.
Mrs. Freeman, alternatively, displays the potential to see. When
Mrs. Hopewell is not present, she refers to Joy/Hulga as Hulga.
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While a recognition of the name she has chosen for herself would
seem likely to please Joy/Hulga, she finds it disconcerting: “Mrs.
Freeman’s relish for using the name only irritated her. It was as if
Mrs. Freeman’s beady steel-pointed eyes had penetrated far enough
behind her face to reach some secret fact. Mrs. Freeman had a special
fondness for the details of secret infections, hidden deformities,
assaults upon children. Of diseases, she preferred the lingering or
incurable. Hulga had heard Mrs. Hopewell give her the details of the
hunting accident, how the leg had been literally blasted off, how she
had never lost consciousness. Mrs. Freeman could listen to it any
time as if it had happened an hour ago” (CS 275). Mrs. Freeman has
eyes that can penetrate beneath the surface, perhaps to see
Joy/Hulga’s inner self. However, she uses her ability to see to
indulge in her own affective interest in the grotesque. Her encounter
with the grotesque is not a gaze inward that transform affective
response into a greater understanding of reality but rather a play
upon her own fascination with the suffering of others.
While both Mrs. Hopewell and Mrs. Freeman are described as
having a failed vision, Joy/Hulga is described early in the text as
choosing not to see. The narrator describes “her eyes icy blue, with the
look of someone who has achieved blindness by an act of will and
means to keep it” (CS 273).In the end, her encounter with Pointer
actually exposes her to her belief in something greater than Nothing.
In the moment that Pointer asks her to commit the most intimate act
she can imagine, showing him where her leg joins on, she is truly
vulnerable to another human being. The narrator describes the
moment: “As a child she had sometimes been subject to feelings of
shame but education had removed the last traces of that as a good
surgeon scrapes for cancer; she would no more have felt it over what
he was asking than she would have believed in his Bible. But she was
as sensitive about the artificial leg as a peacock about his tail. No one
ever touched it but her. She took care of it as someone else would
his soul, in private and almost with her eyes turned away” (CS 288).
It is this moment of exposure, and not the moment when Pointer
steals her prosthesis, proclaiming his greater belief in nothing, that
points to grace. By exposing her own body, Joy/Hulga connects
with her own sublimated belief in something other than Nothing,
perhaps something greater than nothing.
While Joy/Hulga’s moment of humiliation in the barn leads her
to, seemingly, a recognition of her own misreading, of the failure of
her belief, even in Nothing, Mrs. Freeman and Mrs. Hopewell are left
blind to their own privation. The story ends not with a description
of Joy/Hulga in the barn, but with Mrs. Freeman and Mrs. Hopewell
watching Manley Pointer running through the woods. The real
horror is not disability, but suffering without comprehension, without
insight. Through the comparison of Joy/Hulga and Mrs. Freeman
and Mrs. Hopewell, O’Connor offers her readers a choice between
encountering the groteseque and comprehending, or avoiding the
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horror and missing the ultimate reality. Joy/Hulga’s vision grants her
a sense of an ultimate reality beyond herself, Mrs. Freeman and Mrs.
Hopewell remain unchanged, unable to see.
Joy/Hulga, then, is far from being the disabled figure that, as
Thomson suggests, “operates as the vividly embodied, stigmatized
other whose social role is to symbolically free the privileged, idealized
figure of the American self from the vagaries and vulnerabilities of
disembodiment” (7). She is, in fact, the character who forces readers
to recognize their own spiritual limitations, to encounter their own
failures privations, far more haunting than Joy/Hulga’s lost leg. She
is also the only figure that reveals, like Mary Ann’s face, the good in
creation. The transformative power of fiction lies only through
horror that overwhelms, through an encounter with the suffering, the
grotesque, and the alienated. The characters of Mrs. Freeman and
Mrs. Hopewell are ones that cannot move from their affective
response to disability to a greater experience of grace. Mrs. Hopewell
is simply disgusted by Joy/Hulga’s transformation into ugliness,
which she blames on disability, and Mrs. Freeman is simply
fascinated by the grotesque. In the end, Joy/Hulga alone has the
penetrating ability to see and through a violent encounter with grace,
turns her gaze to something greater.
The disabled body, far from being the mark of characters’ moral
failures, is actually the lens through which those who imagine
themselves as whole are awakened to their own spiritual
fragmentation. O’Connor’s fiction, then, is concerned with a “loss of
vision,” not indexed by physical blindness or disability but rather by
contemporary people’s inability to see anything beyond base, material
reality. O’Connor explains her use of the grotesque: "I use the
grotesque the way I do because people are deaf and dumb and need
help to see and hear."
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